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Disciplinary practices and protocols in schools have been a notable concern over
the past 30 years. The traditional punitive punishment-based tactics have not proven to be
effective in changing student behavior. Positive Behavior Intervention Supports (PBIS) is
a proactive alternative that puts whole school systems in a place wherein students and
teachers share in the responsibility of building a culture and climate of behaviors that
produce positive outcomes. Research based on the implementation of PBIS in schools has
concluded that problem behaviors decrease, students and staff feel safe, and attendance
improves. There is a body of research that concludes that implementing such changes is
effective in reducing office discipline referrals in major disciplinary actions and in
creating a positive school climate. The current study examined the effectiveness of
changing from reactive, punitive, zero-tolerance practices to proactive positive
behaviorial interventions. The research focused on the effects of PBIS on the percentage
and number of office discipline referrals (ODRs) for African-American and special
ii

education students after the first year’s implementation of PBIS in a school district of
approximately 6,000 students. The results indicate that ODRs decreased during the
implemention of PBIS.
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CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION
Minority students are disproportionately removed from the classroom setting for
infractions that are either not reported or not handled as harshly as when committed by
their Caucasian peers. Questions about harsh, unfair discipline practices in schools are
raised across the United States (Skiba & Knesting, 2001).
Although the national discourse on racial disparity tends to focus on academic
outcomes in school districts throughout the United States, minority students are also
subject to differential and disproportionate rates of school disciplinary sanctions, from
office discipline referrals to corporal punishment, suspension, and expulsion (Krezmien,
Leone, & Achilles, 2006; Wallace, Goodkind, Wallace, & Bachman, 2008).
Disproportionate representation is problematic if the program in question is ineffective or
stigmatizing or if the process of identification and placement is not applied equally to
different groups of students (Heller, Holtzman, & Messick, 1982).
Race remains a significant contributor to the likelihood of being disciplined in
school, and African-American students are punished more severely for less serious, more
subjective infractions than their Caucasian peers (Skiba & Sprague, 2008). In many
schools across the nation, African-American males receive at least one suspension each
year, resulting in missed instructional time and possibly exacerbating a cycle of academic
failure, disengagement, and escalating rule breaking (Arcia, 2006).
1

Discipline sanctions resulting in exclusion from school may damage the learning
process in other ways as well. Suspended students may become less bonded to school,
less invested in the school rules and course work, and less motivated to achieved
academic success (Hawkins, Smith, & Catalano, 2004). The practice of exclusion and
suspension is a national problem. This study, however, focused on a school district in east
central Mississippi.
Based on complaints from citizens and parents of students of the school district
under study, the United States Department of Justice (DOJ) investigated allegations of
racially disparate student discipline. In 2011 and 2012, the DOJ conducted community
meetings and private interviews with parents and students regarding discipline policies
and the effects of those practices on students of color. In March of 2012, the DOJ hired
an independent consultant specializing in educational equity, school discipline, and
school reform to conduct a study of how the district under study handled discipline at
each level of K–12 education.
Consultants hired by the district interviewed administrators and parents, and
reviewed data to determine if the procedures used by the district have the characteristics
of zero tolerance or whether they focused on keeping students in school in order to stop
what is called the school-to-prison pipeline, a metaphor used to describe the increasing
patterns of contact that students have with the juvenile and adult criminal justice system
as a result of practices implemented by educational institutions and zero-tolerance
policies. These are policies that encourage police presence at school, such as harsh tactics
including physical restraint and automatic punishments that result in suspensions and outof-class time. The students have similar characteristics: underprivileged, disabled,
2

mentally ill, of color, and poor academic grades and behavioral experiences (Archer,
2010).
There is limited historical evidence to suggest that the removal of students from
school adds to school safety. On the contrary, one may infer that it may actually
contribute to deviant behaviors by placing already at-risk students into situations with
less supervision and more exposure to delinquent peers than if they were to remain in
school, while simultaneously increasing negative emotions, such as frustration, fear,
anger, and shame (Bear, 2010; National Association of School Psychologists, 2008).
Suspension also deprives students of access to education, which gives rise to legal and
ethical issues, especially for students with disabilities (National Association of School
Psychologists, 2008). In addition, punishment-based policies have disproportionally
impacted students from minority backgrounds (Bear, 2010; National Association of
School Psychologists, 2008). Negative outcomes associated with punishment-based
policies result in over 3 million students being suspended from school (Planty et al.,
2009).
Based on the shortcomings of punitive approaches outlined in the literature, it is
clear that the implementation of new, evidenced-based practices that deal with problem
behaviors on a school-wide policy level is necessary in order to effectively address the
growing discipline problem in American public schools (Conroy, Dunlap, Clarke, &
Alter, 2005; National Association of School Psychologists, 2008).
Based on discipline data, referral forms, and other documents produced by the
district, the DOJ concluded that the district under study relied on exclusions to punish
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students after infractions occurred, and in that school year alone, 79% of all disciplinary
consequences were exclusionary.
Statement of the Problem
School exclusion remains a substantial component of discipline in the nation’s
schools. The use of exclusionary discipline in schools continues to increase, especially
for African-American students. In past research, scholars have investigated the schooling
experiences of African-American students in the area of school discipline. The intensity
of these investigations have focused on the discipline gap that often occurs in many K–12
environments between African-American males and their Caucasian peers. Behavioral
problems within United States public school contexts are generally handled by the
suspension or expulsion of students who are deemed disruptive (Lewis, 2008).
The problem that led to this study was that African-American students in the
district were disproportionately suspended or expelled from school for infractions that
their Caucasian peers were not disciplined as harshly for committing.
During the last 20 years, to strengthen student safety, the educational system
embraced a path of a no-nonsense response to negative student behaviors and increased
school exclusionary punishment in response to school and community disruptions
through the approach of what is called zero tolerance, a policy of strict uncompromising
predetermined consequences and punishment for discipline infractions (Ewing, 2000).
These policies have greatly increased the number of students removed from school for
disciplinary purposes during the past several years.
These zero-tolerance polices mandate the application of predetermined
consequences, many of which prove to be severe in nature, rather than having policies
4

that use corrective strategies to change behavior. In 2008, the American Psychological
Association commissioned the Zero Tolerance Task Force to examine evidence
concerning the academic and behavioral effects of zero-tolerance policies. Their findings
were that zero tolerance has not been shown to improve school climate or school safety
(American Psychological Association Zero Tolerance Task Force, 2008).
One problem leading to this study was that the use of zero tolerance to discipline
students led to an outcry from the community. Parents demanded that the district stop the
use of exclusionary discipline, which placed students in the school-to-prison pipeline.
Schools were asked to create strategies and policies that could help students overcome
negative behavioral problems.
Expert consultants reviewed the district’s code of conduct and found a lack of
consistency in policies, practices, and procedures. They discovered a disciplinary system
that relied on punishment rather than proactive approaches to change behaviors. It was
ill-defined and lacked procedures to help students complete academic work when
suspended, treating misbehavior as a student or parent problem. There was little to no
awareness of the role of staff in contributing to the inappropriate behavior, lack of due
process for students, inadequate use of data, and little to no positive communication with
the community on how discipline in schools was handled.
The United States DOJ, Civil Rights Division Education Opportunities Section of
the consent decree requested a review of the discipline policies of the district studied to
determine if the procedures of the district contributed to the disparities between AfricanAmerican and Caucasian students, as well as disabled and general education students.
The consultants found that the district relied almost totally on suspending students with
5

behavioral issues while using minimal due process procedures. It was determined that the
district had to make efforts to change its policies and procedures in disciplining the
students. The district and the DOJ entered into a consent decree in good faith, thus
allowing the district to make changes by hiring a company to help implement PBIS,
which proactively changes behaviors of students and adults rather than being solely
reactive.
Much of the original development of PBIS can be attributed to the work
conducted at the Center on Positive Behavioral Interventions and Supports at the
University of Oregon with the support of a grant from the United States Department of
Education’s Office of Special Education Programs (OSEP). The goal of PBIS was to
apply behavioral principles in the community in order to reduce problem behaviors and
build appropriate behaviors that result in durable change and a rich lifestyle. PBIS alters
the factors in the environment that are contingent to the problem behaviors while
simultaneously teaching appropriate conduct (Conroy et al., 2005).
Purpose of the Study
The purpose of this study was to determine the effects of PBIS on the discipline
practices of the district studied. The major goal was to study the impact of putting a
proactive discipline system into place in each school in the district.
More specifically, the purpose of this study was to examine the effects of how this
system of supports affected the percentage and number of office discipline referrals
(ODRs) on minority and special needs students in comparison to their Caucasian and
general education peers.
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By exploring the first year’s implementation of PBIS, this study provided insight
that could be used to promote and assist other districts in the state and around the country
in keeping students in school and therefore stopping the school-to-prison pipeline.
PBIS is a protocol using documented support based on a tiered system of supports
process helping students make better choices before they get into trouble increasing the
percentage of children kept in the school setting. Furthermore, the purpose of this study
was to gain insight as to whether the implementation of PBIS during the first year caused
ODRs for minorities and special needs students to decrease, increase, or remain the same.
Three research questions guided the investigation.
Research Questions
1.

What effect did PBIS have on the number of referrals for minorities after
the first year of implementation?

2.

What effect did PBIS have on the number of referrals for special needs
students after the first year of implementation?

3.

How do the data support continuation of PBIS in the district?
Definition of Terms

1.

Consent Decree: An agreement of settlement that resolves a dispute
between two parties without admission to guilt or liability, and most often
refers to such a type of settlement in the United States.

2.

Corporal Punishment: Physical punishment intended to cause physical
pain on a person. Common methods include spanking, paddling, and
caning (Corporal, n.d.).
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3.

Department of Justice (DOJ): The Department of Justice of the Southern
District of the United States of America.

4.

Exclusionary Discipline: Removing students from the classroom for
disruptive behavior, including referrals to the principal’s office,
suspensions, and expulsions (Mcloughlin & Noltemeyer, 2010).

5.

Exclusion: The procedural removal of a student from school for an
extended period of time, typically involving a decision by the
superintendent and the school board (Skiba & Sprague, 2008).

6.

Office Discipline Referral (ODR): When a student does not follow
expectations, he or she may receive an ODR. This form is aligned with the
Discipline Code and divides infractions into minors and majors. The ODR
is a communication tool between parents, teachers, students, and
administration.

7.

In-School Suspension: Suspension of temporary exclusion is mandatory
leave assigned to a student as a form of punishment, during which time the
student is not allowed to attend regular classes.

8.

Positive Behavior Intervention Supports (PBIS): A proactive approach to
establishing that behavioral support and social culture needed for all
students in a school to achieve social, emotional, and academic success.

9.

The School-to-Prison Pipeline: A metaphor used to describe the increasing
patterns of contact students have with juvenile and adult criminal justice
systems as a result of the practices implemented by educational
institutions and zero-tolerance policies.
8

10.

The Response to Intervention (RTI) Tier Process: A multi-tier approach to
the early identification and support of students with learning and behavior
needs (RTI Action Network, n.d.).

11.

Suspension: The short-term removal of students from the classroom of the
school for a disciplinary infraction (Skiba & Sprague, 2008).

12.

Zero Tolerance: Non-acceptance of antisocial behavior, typically by strict
and uncompromising application of the law (Zero tolerence, n.d.).

13.

Out-of-School Suspension: An exclusionary discipline practice in which a
student is removed from the school.

9

Conceptual and Theoretical Framework of the Study
Table 1, which presents the historical data of ODRs, suggests that students were
being written up at an alarming rate before the implementation of PBIS in the district
being studied. After the implementation, there was a significant drop each year.

Table 1
Historical Data
Out of School
Suspension
1,054

School Year

Total ODRs

2014–15

2,109

In School
Supsension
1,158

2013–14

2,310

1,164

1,135

2012–13

9,067

3,436

2,230

2011–12

10,425

4,460

3,599

The traditional approach to discipline problems has been to use ODRs and other
actions, such as removing students from class, detention, verbal warnings, and ultimately
removing students from school. The PBIS systematic approach offers supports for
students in a three-tiered process. Tier 1 is a universal approach teaching all students the
same rules. Tier 2 is used when students need more structure and help in maintaining
rules and procedures, and Tier 3 is a one-on-one method usually guided by a counselor
for those students who have severe behaviors.
Overview of Methodology
The research consisted of historical data collected before the implementation of
PBIS and data from the 2012–13, 2013–14, and 2014–15 school years. All the research
10

contained data for African-American students, Caucasian students, general education
students, and special education students. Categories of OSS, ISS, and total ODRs were
used for each year stated. The superintendent of the district gave permission to use the
data as needed. There were no student names included; only the names of each school
and the year of collected data were included. There were 6,000 students in 12 schools
Grades K–12. The city of the research has approximately 45,000 citizens. All data from
each school were used from the entire population of students. The study was a
quantitative study. A chi-square test was applied to compare data, and tables and graphs
were created to show each year’s calculations of comparisons.
Delimitations
The delimitations of the study included the facts that data used for this study were
from one school district and the study only examined one type of program for changing
student behaviors. The study focused on African-American students as compared to
Caucacian students and between general education and special education students. The
study also focused on differences for groups before and after PBIS. The study covered
only one year of implementation with no regard to teacher turnover. Also, there was no
sure way to indicate whether a teacher implemented the plan with fidelity, consistency, or
fairness.
The Significance of the Study
This study is significant because it provides insight into the discipline issues
facing teachers and administrators when trying to keep schools safe and orderly. The
question of whether implementing PBIS would help other schools in the state and nation
may be answered by looking at the data presented by the school district studied and
11

could, potentially, be a model to help guide young people and teachers in making
proactive rather than reactive choices, therefore stopping the so-called school-to-prison
pipeline (Skiba & Knesting, 2001).
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CHAPTER II
LITERATURE REVIEW
Overview of How the Chapter Is Organized
This research of literature chapter is organized into three sections. First, the
discussion of discipline practices for minority students, which includes the discussion of
zero tolerance and its impact on student suspensions and expulsions nationally, is
examined. Second, discipline practices of special needs students are evaluated. Third,
PBIS and its sustainability and effectiveness are addressed. The purpose of this literature
review is to present the rationale to move from punitive and reactive discipline practices
to more positive and proactive methods in relation to student discipline, allowing students
to remain in school and reducing the ODRs specifically those involving minorities and
special needs students.
Review of the Theoretical and Empirical Literature
Minorities and Zero Tolerance
The main priority of schools is to educate children in the classroom. Keeping
schools safe and orderly has become increasingly more challenging as violence has
increased in urban communities. The number of violent incidents places a strain on
schools because it requires more special services for students and additional training for
teachers and administrators (Skiba & Sprague, 2008).
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Few topics evoke more emotion than how to discipline childen in public schools.
The traditional approach has been to use ODRs, verbal warnings, detention, and
suspensions. These measures seem to have been ineffective. While schools must have
measures in place for maintaining order, they often negatively affect school climate
(Bear, 2010).
Another traditional approach has been the use of corporal punishment, which is
any punishment that is intended to cause physical pain on a person. Common methods
include spanking and paddling. The use of corporal punishment inculcates a strong belief
in the impressionable minds of students that force is justified to control unwanted or
undesirable behaviors. Utlimately, this promotes the attitudes of children that the use of
force or aggression is acceptable in society (Baumrind, 1996).
Much of the existing research on corporal punishment suggests that corporal
punishment occurs in conjunction with other structural inequalities such as poverty and
unequal gender norms. Violence in schools requires addressing the role of schools in
reinforcing the violence. Schools enviroments should be supportive, inclusive and safe
(Pinheiro, 2006).
For more than 35 years, research has shown a discipline gap between minority
students and their Caucasian peers. African-American students are two to three times
more likely than Caucasian students to be suspended from school. Studies have shown
gaps at national, state, and district levels, and a recent study has shown that the gap has
not narrowed (Losen & Gillespie, 2012).
According to the Maryland Department of Education, an analysis of national data
showed that 17% of African-American students were suspended, 7%, of Hispanic
14

students were suspended and 5% of Caucasian students were suspended. One hypothesis
for the disparities is that exclusionary discipline is correlated more with lower
socioeconomic status than with race (Maryland State Board of Education, 2012). Another
explanation suggested that the disparity in suspensions and expulsions is that AfricanAmerican students are more disruptive that their Caucasian peers.
Although educators are challenged to address a number of issues in AfricanAmerican male students’ education, school discipline has surfaced as one of the most
troubling aspects of education. According to data collected during the past 30 years,
African-American students are disciplined at rates that far exceed their statistical
representation, particularly on measures of suspension and expulsion, in almost all major
school systems (Children’s Defense Fund, 1975; Skiba, Peterson, & Williams 1997).
For example, a study of a major Midwestern school district revealed that AfricanAmerican students represented 66.1% of all office referrals, 68.5 % of out-of-school
suspensions, and 80.9% of expulsions despite constituting only 52% of the district
population (Skiba & Knesting, 2001).
The requirement for schools to meet federal standards for academic achievement
has placed pressure on administrators to remove students who do not fit the norm.
Removal of students through suspension and expulsion is not effective in meeting the
needs of any student and actually may contribute to the problem (Bohannon et al., 2006).
Clearly, disciplinary policies have an impact on whether students are removed
from school. They can often negatively affect school climate and thereby impede
students’ feelings of school connectedness (Bear, 2010; Hyman & Perone, 1998).
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A school’s atmosphere can directly influence student behavior. Overly harsh and
unfair disciplinary practices can cause students to perceive school as hostile and even
prison-like. This can lead to feelings of resentment and cause further disciplinary and
behavioral problems, such as aggression, truancy, vandalism, and even school dropout
rates (Bear, 2010; Mayer & Leone, 1999; Ruef, Higgins, Glaeser, & Patnode, 1998).
For several years, schools across the United States have implemented discipline
policies with predetermined consequences that are often severe and punitive in nature;
these are called zero-tolerance policies. In the early 1980s and well into the 1990s, the
notion was that removing disruptive students would deter bad behavior of others (Ewing,
2000).
Zero tolerance refers to policies that harshly punish all forms of student
misconduct and wrongdoings with little or no regard to the severity of the offense that is
committed. Zero tolerance originated in the 1980s as a response to federal policies that
were developed to combat the war on drugs by imposing punishments that were
immediate, harsh, and legally mandated on dealers and drug traffickers (Wallace et al.,
2008).
For many years zero tolerance gained momentum, especially in regard to AfricanAmerican students. Over the past three decades, scholars have investigated the schooling
experiences of African-American students, particularly African-American male
students focused on school discipline (Skiba & Knesting, 2001; Townsend, 2000).
The majority of these scholarly investigations have focused on the common
phenomenon of the discipline gap that often occurs in many K–12 educational
environments, particularly in urban school settings ( Skiba et al., 1997; Skiba, Michael,
16

Nardod, & Peterson, 2002). Also, many of these studies over the past three decades
have identified the most frequent targets of unfair discipline practices as AfricanAmerican males (Townsend, 2000).
Past research investigations on the topic of zero tolerance have tended to focus
on the implications of this policy on its most impacted victims, marginalized
populations (e.g., African Americans Archer, 2010). The most damaging effect of this
policy is its negative impact on students’ academic performance; students are essentially
rendered incapacitated when they are suspended from the classroom setting in a time
span as short as two or more days. Thus, one of the major criticisms of the zerotolerance policy is that it not only contributes to the loss of critical classroom
instructional time but also inherently gives way to unsupervised activities that students
engage in external to the school setting (OSEP, 2001; Townsend, 2000). It is the
combination of these and other concerns that has led researchers to conduct
additional investigations into problems associated with zero-tolerance policies.
For those in favor of zero tolerance, the belief is that it sends a clear message to
students that disruptions will be dealt with by dismissing students from school (Skiba &
Peterson, 1999). However, harsh policies can lead to resentment and further behavioral
problems and even to students dropping out of school (Bear, 2010). Exclusionary
practices most often deny students of color the right to receive an education, thus
increasing the school dropout rate and negative juvenile behavior on the streets
(Children’s Defense Fund, 2011).
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School Discipline and Special Needs Students
According to the United States Department of Education (2011), data on shortterm disciplinary removals strongly suggest that many children with disabilities may not
be receiving appropriate behavioral interventions and supports, as mandated by their
ndividual education plans (IEPs). Ten percent of all children with disabilities were
subject to a disciplinary removal of 10 school days or less; children of color with
disabilities face even higher rates of removal, nearing 20%.
While students who are endangering themselves or others require immediate
intervention in order to remove them from a position in which they can harm themselves
or others, punishment must be effective on an individual-case level (Bear, 2010).
However, based on the shortcomings of punitive approaches, it is clear that the
implementation of new, evidenced-based practices that deal with problem behaviors on a
school-wide policy level are necessary in order to effectively address the growing
discipline problem in American public schools (Conroy et al., 2005; National Association
of School Psychologists, 2008).
While levels of overt violence in public schools have been stable since the early
1970’s, more moderate forms of behavioral problems, such as aggressive, disruptive, and
anti-social behaviors, as well as insubordination, have been on the rise (Barrett,
Bradshaw, & Lewis-Palmer, 2008; Muscott et al., 2004). This has put a strain on schools,
requiring more special education services for children who exhibit these behaviors
(Barrett et al., 2008). These problems are not merely contained within public schools but
also extend into society at large. The Surgeon General’s 2001 report to Congress stated
that while juvenile homicide has decreased in recent years, the rate of other less severe
18

anti-social crimes has increased (U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 2001).
The increase in delinquency has led to an increased need for school services and a need
for changes in policy regarding how best to address school-aged children and
adolescents’ behavioral problems.
Schools typically respond to disruptive students with external discipline, usually
consisting of sanctions and punishments for issues such as horse play, cursing, missing
class, defiance, and fighting with set rules and consequences. Students with IEPs often
have laws that protect them from certain consequences. There must be a meeting to see if
that student’s action is a manifestation of his disability (U.S. Department of Education,
2004).
A study found that students with disabilities were suspended at twice the rate of
other students (Losen & Gillespie, 2012). In a large study in Texas, 75% of students who
had a disability were suspended at least once by the time they reached Grade 12
compared to 55% of those without disabilities. According to Skiba et al. (2002), a
summary of national surveys showed that minorities were over represented in special
education categories.
PBIS began as an intervention for students with disabilities to help increase the
likelihood of their being educated with their nondisabled peers. Students with disabilities
and minority students share a common experience of being marginalized within the
school system. Their exclusion from mainstream education was primarily based on the
perceived difficulties associated with educating these students. Within the past few years,
PBIS has extended to help address the needs of at-risk students. PBIS was designed in
recognition of the shortcomings of zero-tolerance policies and the application of genetic
19

and reactionary interventions that are doomed to fail (Walker et al., 1996). Students with
emotional or behavioral classifications are much more likely to receive exclusionary
discipline that those with speech or hearing ruling (Bowman-Perrott et al., 2011).
OSEP requires state education agencies to determine whether the identification,
placement, suspension, or expulsion of students in special education is racially
disproportionate within the state and local school districts. There are three ways to
measure disproportionalities in special education (Bollmer, Bethel, Garrison-Mogren, &
Brauen, 2007):
1.

The composition index gives the percentage of students by race in special
education or in a particular disability category.

2.

The risk index, also referred to as classification rate, identifies the rate at
which students of a particular racial group are being classified as in need
of special education services.

3.

The relative rate ratio compares the risk for classification of one group
with the risk for other groups.

In Maryland, for example, the relative rate ratio for special needs has steadily
been on the rise for the past few years because of the number of students being suspended
and expelled. The cause of this rise warranted an investigation to see what was causing
such disproportionalities. The data showed that African-American students committed
more infractions; however, they were less severe and punished more harshly (Maryland
State Board of Education, 2012).
Traditional disproportionalities by race have been measured in the following two
ways (Reschly, 1997):
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1.

Comparing the target group of students in the general population with the
target group of students in the population of students who received a
particular disciplinary action

2.

Comparing the target group of students receiving a particular disciplinary
action with the reference group sof tudents receiving the same disciplinary
action

While research literature on the discipline gap between minority students and
non-minority students is extensive, less research has been conducted on disparities in
school disciplinary practices related to special education students. Studies show that
students receiving special education services experience higher rates of suspension than
those who do not receive special education services (Losen et al., 2013).
Students in special education experience longer suspensions than other students
for some behaviors and less for less severe behaviors, unless they are classified as
emotionally disturbed (Losen & Gillespie, 2012). A report from the University of
California, Los Angeles Civil Rights Project notes that a third of all K–12 children with
emotional disabilities were suspended at least once (Losen & Gillespie, 2012). These are
often the children who have autism, depression, hyperactivity disorder, oppositional
defiant disorder, and attention deficit disorder. The disparity widens when race is added
to the composite.
Positive Behavior Intervention Supports
The concept of positive and safe schools is not new. In 1998, then- U.S. Secretary
of Education Richard Riley released the document Early Warning, Timely Response: A
Guide to Safe Schools. This document strongly suggested that school leaders look at the
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safety of their schools and develop safer school environments. Riley’s document
suggested that officials look for positive steps to prevent bad behavior, not merely
respond to it as with zero tolerance. PBIS was originally used as preventative approaches
with only those students who had severe disabilities as an alternative to harsh
punishment.
Although PBIS is based on empirical evidence, it is also strongly influenced by a
set of personal values focused on respect and valuing other people, according to Tobin
(2006). School-wide PBIS is a continuum of support that aims to teach students
acceptable social behavior to improve the community as a whole.
PBIS has been shown to be an effective and less harmful alternative to punitive
approaches to disciplinary problems (National Association of School Psychologists,
2008; Safran & Oswald, 2003). PBIS entails utilizing data-based positive behavioral
reinforcement, support, and interventions rather than those of traditional disciplinary
action (Turnbull et al., 2002), as opposed to traditional disciplinary approaches, which
only address problems after they have occurred. The aim of PBIS is prevention; it alters
the factors in the environment that are associated with problem behaviors while
simultaneously teaching appropriate conduct that is expected of students (Safran &
Oswald, 2003).
PBIS is a broad concept that refers to the school-wide application of behavioral
analysis and positive behavior interventions to promote socially appropriate behavior
(Sugai, Horner, & McIntosh, 2008). Schools accomplish this through administrative
support along with team-based problem-solving approaches and research-based practices.
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Figure 1.

PBIS three-tieredpyramid

In order to prevent problems, educators must be proactive and able to predict what
might happen by studying previous patterns of behavior. Focusing on past behavior can
enable school administrators and teachers can predict what can and may go wrong in a
school or classroom. By predicting potential problem areas, strategies can be developed
to prevent problems (Scott, 2017).
By developing expectations and procedures, students operate in a predictable
environment, knowing what to expect and how to handle different situations in and out of
the classroom. Routines and procedures help students feel safe and reduce fear and
frustrations leading to student misbehavior (Scott, 2017).
A major premise of PBIS is to prevent student misbehavior before it occurs by
establishing and maintaining a proactive, positive, and preventive learning environment.
PBIS also incorporates teacher-driven data collection in order to help teachers see the
functions of students’ behaviors. The basis for this approach is that when teachers
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understand the triggers and outcomes of student behaviors, the triggers can be removed or
reframed, thus altering the outcome. A negative behavior can be shaped into a positive
one with a similar or alternative outcome (i.e., positive attention instead of negative
attention). In addition, when students become aware of the functions of their own antisocial behaviors, they can come to appreciate the reasons behind the need for alternative
behaviors and their links to better outcomes (Ruef et al., 1998).
PBIS requires positive and encouraging dialogue between teachers and students,
discouraging the use of sarcasm and belittling and degrading comments to establish
positive teacher–student relationships and a positive school culture (Sugai, 2008).
PBIS focuses on the interaction and improvement of four key areas: outcomes,
practices, data, and systems. First, the school establishes achievable and measurable
academic achievement and social behavior outcomes that are valued by stakeholders.
Second, the school identifies and adopts research-based practices and curricula to ensure
optimum student achievement and teacher performance. Third, data are examined to
determine the effectiveness of current practices or interventions put in place and to justify
and guide the selection of new practices to ensure the successful implementation of PBIS
(Sugai & Horner, 2002; Sugai & Horner, 2008).
PBIS utilizes school-wide policy change, backed by data-based interventions and
student functional assessment information in order to affect student behavior and school
environment. It also employs progress monitoring to ensure that these methods are
working (Conroy et al., 2005). These interventions can be incorporated into a threetiered RTI model, which targets all students through school-wide policy change, as well
as at-risk groups and individuals through targeted interventions (Conroy et al., 2005;
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OSEP Technical Assistance Center on Positive Behavioral Interventions and Supports,
2009).
In order for PBIS to succeed, a fundamental change in perspective must occur.
The problem must be seen as an interaction between the environment and a child with
skill deficiencies and poor resiliency to stressors, rather than simply as an individual’s
choice (McKevitt & Braaksma, 2008; Ruef et al., 1998; Sugai, Horner, & McIntosh,
2008). To effectively change behavior, environmental contingencies must be targeted.
For example, a child may struggle to behave appropriately because he or she lacks social
and interpersonal skills, or has difficulty with inhibiting responses. A child may have
poor anger management strategies, lack appropriate coping mechanisms, perform at a
frustration level academically and not be able to fully access the curriculum, or grasp a
particular teacher’s instructional style. When children are seen as the sole cause of their
behavior and punished, they are typically only told what not to do, not how to change
their behavior.
This is problematic, because punishment does not provide children with the skills
to inhibit responses to environmental cues or alternative positive behaviors, which the
child can perform (Bear, 2010). PBIS is preventative, not reactive; it is preventative in its
approach in ensuring that the environment does not contribute to the problem behaviors.
It also seeks approaches to reduce those behaviors; encouraging students to behave is not
just a way to get through the day, but it can help enrich their lives both in and out of
school (Muscott et al., 2004).
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The assumptions of PBIS are as follows:
1.

The majority of students are more likely to display appropriate behaviors
if they are clearly defined, actively taught, acknowledged, and rewarded.

2.

Interactions between students are just as influential to the behavioral
climate of school as interactions between students and teachers. If all
students are taught the same expectations and know that every student in
the school is expected to adhere to the same expectations, then behavioral
problems are less likely to occur.

Research has shown that school climate has a healthy effect on student academic
outcomes. School climate has been shown to influence grade-point average, test score,
reading levels, and reduced occurrences of student behavior (Walker et al., 1996).
Chapter Summary
Prior research has shown that school discipline is a major focus for educators, yet
discipline methods have changed over the past several years. No longer is discipline a
one-way street with teachers and administrators having the last word. Concern over
discipline methods has erupted due to the perception that reactive behaviors may
exacerbate the school-to-prison pipeline (Ewing, 2000). Educators began to realize that
zero tolerance could backfire when students who needed to pass state tests were
suspended or expelled from school for minor infractions. Data show that minorities,
especially African-American males, are put out of school at a rate much higher than their
Caucasian peers. As teachers and administrators try to find ways to keep children in
schools, PBIS has emerged as a way to establish a culture of preventive measures to
address behavior before it becomes negative.
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CHAPTER III
METHODS
The research methodology chapter is subdivided into four sections. The sections
will address the research design, the collection of data, the setting, and the analysis of the
data. The content presented in the four sections describes the research design utilized in
this particular case study, information about the setting for the case, and how the data
were collected.
As stated in Chapter 1, the purpose of this study was to determine the effects of
PBIS on the school district under study in the first year of implementation. PBIS is
defined as a proactive approach to establishing the behavioral supports and social culture
needed for all students in a school to achieve social, emotional, and academic success
(McKevitt & Braaksma, 2008).
This study utilized student archival data from the district. The district is in an
urban low-income area in a city that has about 45,000 citizens. The district has
approximately 6,000 students from 12 different schools. The district is 90% African
American and is now a 100% free-lunch district. The low socioeconomic status of the
students and the high number of Caucasian teachers, as compared to minority teachers, is
seen by the community as a contributing factor to the lack of tolerance when it comes to
student discipline.
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For the purpose of this study, all kindergarten through 12th-grade classes from all
12 schools were included. The data were collected over three years. The school district
utilizes Power School to collect data (a program that collects school and district wide
data). The data are coded in several categories: gender, ethnicity, general education, and
special education.
Research Design
A quantitative research design was selected to answer the research questions. For
the purpose of this study, data were gathered from existing information collected from the
school district. Tables and graphs were used to illustrate the findings from the data. The
ethnicity demographics analyzed were (a) Caucasian, (b) African American, (c) General
Education, and (d) Special Needs. The years implemented were also used to indicate the
percentage increase or decrease of ODRs. The investigator received approval from both
the district and the Institutional Review Board (IRB 17-127) to collect data from the
student services department for the district and analyzed the data from each school.
Research Questions
The questions for this study were as follows:
1.

What effect did PBIS have on the number of referrals for minorities the
first year of implementation?

2.

What effect did PBIS have on the number of referrals for special needs
students the first year of implementation?

3.

How do the data support continuation of PBIS in the district?
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Research Site
The district under study had approximately 6,000 students in grades Pre-K though
12. There are 12 schools, including one high school, three middle schools, seven
elementary schools, and one alternative school. For the purpose of this study, only data
from kindergarten to 12th grade were used. The city has approximately 45,000 citizens
with 61% being African American and 33% Caucasian. The average household income is
less than $30,000 per year; therefore, the poverty level is quite high. The school district
employees 1,000 people, including 500 certified teachers. The researcher has been a
teacher, a lead teacher, and a principal in the district for the past 15 years. The
implementation of PBIS was met with some resistance from many teachers as well as
community members. There has been teacher turnover in the district from teachers
moving, retiring, and leaving the profession altogether.
Participants
The study used data from a school district in Mississippi. The district is located in
an urban, low-income area. The population is approximately 6,000 students from every
area of the city. The study included data from years 2012–2015. The racial makeup for
the district is 10% Caucasian and 86% African American. The percentage of special
needs students is 10% to 90% general education. The study included data from ODRs for
OSS and ISS from each year stated.
Data Collection and Analysis
The data were collected from the department of student services of the school
district being studied. The collected data were analyzed using a chi-square test, tables,
and graphs to compare Africian-American and Caucasian students’ ODRs for OSS and
29

ISS and ODRs for OSS and ISS for special needs and general education students from
2012–13, 2013–14 and 2014–15.
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CHAPTER IV
FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION
Chapter IV presents the findings and discussion of the findings. The findings are
presented and discussed in relation to the three research questions that guided the study of
the implementation of PBIS. Throughout the chapter, findings are presented in tables and
discussed in narrative form.
Research has shown that punitive discipline is not an effective approach to
changing behaviors in school districts across the nation. PBIS is a systematic approach
that has been shown as an alternative to the traditional negative punishment-based
approach (National Association of School Psychologists, 2008; Safran & Oswald, 2003).
The purpose of this study was to investigate the effects of the first years of PBIS
implementation in a Mississippi school district to determine whether it was equally
effective for minority students and special needs students in comparison to general
education and Caucasian students.
The findings show that overall PBIS significantly lowered the total number of
OSS and ISS office discipline referrals.
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Research Question 1
What effect did PBIS have on the number of referrals for minorities the first year
of implementation?
Figure 2 provides the discipline data percentages for ODRs, ISSs, and OSSs for
the total student population as well as the categories of African American, Caucasian,
special education, and general education for the 2012–13 school year.
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Figure 2.

2012–13 discipline data percentage.

Figure 3 provides the discipline data percentages for ODRs, ISSs, and OSSs for
the total student population as well as the categories of African American, Caucasian,
special education, and general education for the 2014–15 school year.
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In the 2012–13 school year, the number of referrals for all students was 9,067. Of
that number, more than 43% of the ODRs written were for African-American students’
behavior. Some ODRs that were written were neither ISS nor OSS. Of the 4,443 that
were written, minorities received 2,334 ISS or OSS referrals; 31.3% of the ODRs written
were coded as ISS, and 24.6% were coded as OSS for African-American students.
The 2014–15 school year saw the number decrease from 43.3% to 39.8% with
ISS at 21.8% and OSS at 19.9%. There was a significant decrease in the number from
2,334 to 2,109 ODRs for African-American students.
By the year of 2014–15, OSS and ISS ODRs had reduced considerably. The total
percentage of students receiving ODRs went from 40.3% to 37.4%. Students receiving
ISS and OSS ODRs went from 31% to less than 10%. The percentage of minority
students receiving an ODR decreased to 39.8%.
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A chi-square test was conducted to investigate African-American and Caucasian
and general education and special needs students; there was a significant difference in the
pre-PBIS and post-PBIS numbers.
Research Question 2
What effect did PBIS have on the number of referrals for special needs students
the first year of implementation?
Fifty-five percent of all special education students received an ODR in the 2012–
13 school year; 31.3% were for ISS, and 24.6% were for OSS referrals. They received
45.7% in the 2014–15 school year. The percentage of ISS was 25.7%, and the percentage
of OSS was 27.7%. The total number went down from 357 to 256.
Special needs and minority students saw a significant drop in ODRs. During the
2012–13 year, students with IEPs received 55% of the ODRs deceasing to 45.7% in
2014–15. The risk ratio gap decreased from 1.36% to 1.32%, as shown in Figure 4. The
effects of PBIS on special needs students decreased their involvement in infractions from
45% to 27%. The risk ratio increased for special and general education, while decreasing
for African-Amerian and Caucasian comparisons.
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Research Question 3

Do the results support the continuation of the use of PBIS in the district?
Table 2 presents the pre-PBIS data for the 2012–13 school year, and Table 3
presents the post-PBIS data for the 2014–15 school year.
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Table 2
Pre-PBIS Data SY2012–13
Category

ODR

ISS

OSS

African American

2,334

1373

1085

Caucasian

149

64

58

General Education

2148

1248

997

Special Education

357

201

158

Table 3
Post-PBIS Data SY2014–15
Category

ODR

ISS

OSS

African American

2109

1158

1054

77

31

29

General Education

1930

1045

928

Special Education

256

144

155

Caucasian

The number of total ODRs decreased from 4,988 to 4,372 from the year of 2012–
13 to 2014–15. General education students saw a drop from 2,173 to 1,904. Caucasian
students’ ODRs dropped from 149 to 77, African-American ODRs dropped from 2,334 to
36

2,109, and special education ODRs dropped from 357 to 256. All total categories
dropped.
The data support the hypothesis that PBIS has a positive effect on ODRs, as
shown in Table 4; therefore, the data support keeping the program in the district. The chisquare test shows that there is a significance in the pre- and post-data of the
implementation of PBIS, as shown in Tables 5 and 6.
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Table 4
Category PBIS Cross-Tabulation

Pre-PBIS Post-PBIS Total
Category African
American

Count
Expected

2,334

2,109

4,443

2,367.7

2,075.3

4,443.0

149

77

226

120.4

105.6

226.0

2,148

1,930

4,078

2,173.2

1,904.8

4,078.0

357

256

613

326.7

286.3

613.0

4,988

4,372

9360

Count
Caucasian

Count
Expected
Count

General
Education

Count
Expected
Count

Special
Education

Count
Expected
Count

Total

Count
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Table 5
Chi-Square Test
Asymptotic
Significance
Value

df

(2-sided)

Pearson Chi-Square

22.183a

3

.000

Likelihood Ratio

22.549

3

.000

Linear-by-Linear

1.764

1

.184

Association
N of Valid Cases

9360

a. 0 cells (.0%) have expected count less than 5. The
minimum expected count is 105.56.
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Table 6
Chi-Square Test: Case Processing Summary
Cases
Valid

Category *

N

Percent

9,360

100.0%

Missing
N

Total

Percent
0

0.0%

N

Percent

9,360

100.0%

PBIS

The findings of this research support previous research data; positive systematic
interventions reduce office discipline referrals for minority and low socioeconomic
students, as shown in Figure 5.
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Summary
ODR data were collected from Power School, the district data collection system.
The data were reviewed monthly by the staff and by the DOJ. For the purpose of this
study, the collected data focused on African-American and Caucasian comparisons and
special needs students compared to general education students due to the DOJ’s findings.
Based on data from the district and from the review of literature, PBIS, when used
effectively, shows a decrease in office discipline referrals for minority students and
special needs students, overall, and for other subgroups studied. However, the risk ratio is
still above the national norm for special needs students. Futher, one could argue that the
overall impact to the full population was not significant.
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CHAPTER V
SUMMARY, CONCLUSIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS
The purpose of this study was to investigate the effects of the first year’s
implementation of PBIS in one school district. The district had come to an agreement
with the Department of Justice to change its discipline practices after the DOJ found that
the district was unfair when suspending or expelling minority and special needs students
in comparison to their Caucasian and general education peers. The study was meant to
determine whether the use of PBIS was effective in decreasing the percentage of
discipline office referrals in the district and, therefore, effective in keeping students in
school and closing the school-to-prison pipeline. This chapter provides conclusions based
upon the results of the study.
Summary
The problem in this study was that parent and community complaints reached the
Department of Justice stating that students in the district were being disproportionately
disciplined for infractions that their peers were not being penalized for committing. The
purpose of this project was to determine if PBIS did or did not help decrease ODRs for
African-American and special needs students.
The findings in this study were consistent with previous research, indicating that
PBIS may be effective after only one year of implementation in schools and districts.
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Consistent with prior research, the study showed that there are still higher percentages of
discipline referrals for minorities and special needs students than any other demographic.
Research Question 1
What effect did PBIS have on the number of referrals for minorities after the first
year of implementation?
The number of referrals decreased from 4,988 before PBIS to 4,372 after
implementing PBIS. Each category saw a drop in the total number of ISS and OSS
referrals. Prior research found that when positive interventions are put in place, students
tend to misbehave less. The data from this study bear the same conclusion.
A review of the literature revealed that while discipline is necessary, removal of
students through suspension and expulsion is not effective in meeting the needs of any
student and may contribute to the problem (Fenning & Bohanon, 2006). Almost all data
from prior research indicate that minority and special needs students are disciplined more
harshly and more frequently than their peers. Perhaps even more concerning is the
revelation that African-American students are disciplined at rates that far exceed their
statistical representation. This is most alarming with measures on explusion and
suspension. Prior research shows that developing positive teacher and student
relationships, along with a system of set expectations, will often deter problem behaviors
in the classroom.
Research Question 2
What effect did PBIS have on the number of referrals for special needs students
after the first year of implementation?
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Prior research concluded that while still higher than general education, most
special needs students have fewer ODRs after implementing PBIS. The data from this
study found that although the overall number of referrals decreased for special needs
students, the number of office discipline referrals for in-school suspensions increased
while the number of office discipline referrals for out-of-school suspensions increased.
One reason for this could have been that the district code of conduct was altered to state
that students over the age of 10 who got into a fight would be suspended. This meant that
students who might normally be sent to in-school suspension were sent home.
Since, in compliance with the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act,
students with IEPs must have a free and appropriate public education, PBIS was founded.
Educators soon began to look to those same interventions to make changes in students
whose behavior demonstrated negative outcomes. The research showed that most
researchers agree that positive systems put into place cause positive changes in schools.
The literature also revealed that exclusionary practices most often deny students of color
the right to receive an education, increasing the dropout rate and juvenile misbehavior
wthin the community at large (Children’s Defense Fund, 2011).
Research Question 3
Do the data support continuation of PBIS in the district?
As with prior research, these research data show that the use of PBIS keeps
students in the classroom rather than sending them home for infractions that can be
handled. After just a year of PBIS, the district showed that out-of-school suspension and
in-school suspension office discipline referrals dropped by over 500. The fact that special
needs children have a higher number of out-of-school suspensions than in-school
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suspension office discipline referrals indicates that although there is still more work to be
done, the district is moving in a positive direction.
Studies from the Maryland State Board of Education (2012) revealed that harsh
zero-tolerance disciplinary actions were for African-American males and students with
disabilities, while the same infractions by Caucasian peers were not dealt with
consistenly. Zero tolerance was made popular in the 1990s to remove students who were
considered non-compliant. With the implementation of high-stakes tests, teachers and
administrators were most concerned with academic achievement and not with keeping
students in the classroom.
This project presented a discussion of the methods and procedures that were used
for this study. The research design was a quantitative collection of graphs and charts
consisting of data compiled from each school each month. The study utilized archival
data from the district under study, which serves 6,000 students in 12 schools. The district
was 90% African American and is a low socioeconomic urban area.
A quantitative research design, using archival research and data, was utilized for
the data collection and analysis. In 2012, at least 40% of all students received an office
discipline referral. The following year that percentage was down to 37%. For special
needs students, the data decreased from 55% to 45%; the data show that there was a drop
in the number and percentage of office discipline referrals after one year of
implementation. In this chapter, results were based on school and district data collected
through Power School, the district’s information system.
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Conclusion
The information from the research literature and the collected data was used and
analyzed for this study. The data were used to conclude that PBIS was shown to decrease
the number of discipline referrals duing the first year of its implementation. However, the
relative rate ratio for students with IEPs did not decrease significantly.
Limitations of the Study
There are two limitations that must be noted. First, there was no way to test the
fidelity by which teachers turned in ODRs. The research was based totally on those
ODRs that were turned in to the office.
The second limitation of this study was that teacher turnover was not taken into
consideration; therefore, teacher training on PBIS may not have been as thorough for
some teachers as for others. As a result, some teachers may not have been consistent
when writing ODRs.
Recommendations for Practitioners and Policymakers
Based on the findings of this project recommendations can be made to individual
schools and districts seeking to use PBIS. Undoubtedly, school administrators could be
encouraged to implement PBIS in order to build a positive school climate and culture.
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Recommendations for Future Research
1.

Create a study that separates genders for the purpose of analyzing
incidences of errant behavior.

2.

Create a qualitative study interviewing schools on the fidelity of
implementation of PBIS.

3.

Create a longitudinal study over a 5-year period on the impact of PBIS on
students with disabilities.

4.

Create a study to analyze the impact of PBIS on teacher turnover.
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